Fas expression on peripheral blood lymphocytes in systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE): relation to lymphocyte activation and disease activity.
Levels of apoptotic lymphocytes have been found to be increased in SLE and persistence of apoptotic cells has been associated with autoantibody production. Increased lymphocyte Fas (CD95) expression due to lymphocyte activation may account for increased susceptibility to Fas-mediated apoptosis in SLE. Flowcytometry was performed to evaluate membrane expression of Fas in combination with the activation markers CD25, HLA-DR and CD38 on, respectively, CD4+, CD8+ and CD19+ lymphocytes of SLE patients with inactive (n = 20) and with active disease (n = 13). SLEDAI-scores were calculated. Healthy volunteers (n = 14) served as controls. Percentages of CD4+ T-cells expressing CD25 and CD19+ B-cells expressing CD38 were increased in patients with active disease compared to controls (P = 0.03, P = 0.04, respectively). In contrast to CD4+ and CD8+ cells, percentages of CD19+ cells expressing Fas were increased in SLE patients with active disease (P = 0.0002 vs controls). In these patients percentages of cells double positive for both CD38 and Fas were increased compared to patients with inactive disease (P = 0.006) and controls (P = 0.0007). Percentages of CD19+ cells expressing Fas correlated with SLEDAI-scores. In SLE patients, percentages of Fas-expressing B-lymphocytes are increased, are related to the state of lymphocyte activation, and correlate to disease activity. Increased Fas expression results in a higher susceptibility for Fas-mediated apoptosis, which might contribute to the increased levels of apoptotic lymphocytes in SLE patients.